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The Understanding the Landscape of Higher Education in Prison Programs (Landscape Survey) was 
launched in December 2020 as a confidential survey asking programs for detailed information 
about the program’s funding, staff, students and other aspects of their program during the 2018-
2019 academic year. The survey was completed by program leaders at 60 programs.1  The data 
briefs for the Landscape Survey offer in-depth glimpses into the functioning of higher education in 
prison programs across the United States, but interpretation and extrapolation of the data should 
be approached carefully due to the limited sample size.

More information about the Landscape Survey, including descriptive information about the 
participating programs and recommendations for interpretation, is available at: https://www.
higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-
survey-2018-2019. 

This data brief includes information about the instructors of participating programs, including 
insight into the following questions:

 ⊲ How were instructors for higher education in prison programs classified by the affiliated 
academic institution?

 ⊲ How were instructors for higher education in prison programs classified by the Department 
of Corrections?

 ⊲ How were instructors for higher education in prison programs compensated?

 ⊲ What are some suggested takeaways for these data on higher education in prison instructors?

Additional data briefs from the survey can be found at: https://www.higheredinprison.org/
publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019

How were instructors for higher education in prison 
programs classified by the affiliated academic 
institution? 
Of participating programs (N = 60), 48 participants provided information about the number of 
instructors who were part of their programs during the 2018-2019 academic year. The number of 
instructors per program ranged from 0 – 76, with a median of 11 instructors and a mean of 17.6 
instructors.

Instructors for programs came from a variety of different sources. The most common types of 
instructors were classified by academic institution as adjunct faculty or faculty, both used by 
69.2% of participating programs (n = 27).2  The other two most common classifications of

1 The Landscape Survey was distributed to all 131 respondents of the Annual Survey of Higher Education in Prison and had a 
response rate of 33.1%.
2 Due to variances in responses to the survey, not all questions had the same response size. This report uses the capital “N” to 
refer to the total number of responses to a particular question and the lowercase “n” to refer to the number of respondents 
who indicated a particular response to that specific question.

https://www.higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019
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https://www.higheredinprison.org/publications/understanding-the-landscape-of-higher-education-in-prison-survey-2018-2019


2
Understanding The Landscape of Higher Education in Prison Survey: 2018 – 2019

INSTRUCTORS FOR HIGHER EDUCATION IN PRISON PROGRAMS

instructors were staff members from the higher education in prison program (n = 12, 30.8% of 
programs) and graduate students at the academic institution (n = 10, 25.6% of programs). More 
information about the classification of instructors is reported in Table 1. 

Table 1. Classification of Instructors.

Instructor Type

Number of 
Programs Using 
this Instructor Type 
(N = 39)

Percent of 
Programs Using 
this Instructor Type

Average Percent of 
Instructors of this 
Type per Program

Adjunct faculty 27 69.2% 38.3%

Faculty 27 69.2% 19.8%

Full- or part-time 
program staff

12 30.8% 11.5%

Graduate students 10 25.6% 24.8%

Community members 4 10.3% 3.2%

Corrections personnel 2 5.1% 2.1%

Undergraduate 
Students

1 2.6% 0.2%

University staff 1 2.6% 0.2%

How were instructors for higher education in 
prison programs classified by the Department of 
Corrections?
Programs work with Departments of Corrections in order to gain access to the prisons for their 
instructors. For the majority of programs (63.3%), instructors and other staff and volunteers were 
classified as vendors (n = 31, out of 49 reporting programs). For other programs, instructors were 
classified as volunteers (n = 14, 28.6%), contractors (n = 6, 12.2%), staff (n = 4, 8.2%), or partners 
(n = 1, 2.0%). The exact qualifications and restrictors for these classifications differ from state 
to state, but the categorization can affect the type of access that instructors have to the prison. 
Participating programs offered the following ways that the classification of program staff, 
instructors, and volunteers influenced their program:

 ⊲ Volunteer classification can lead to certain restrictions, such as not being able to 
communicate with former students or enter the prison during the COVID-19 crisis or 
Department of Corrections designated vacations;

 ⊲ The process of entering and leaving the prison can depend on classification status. The status 
can also define who has access to facility IDs, access to keys, and can go into the prison 
unescorted; and

 ⊲ Contractors are perceived as being given more leniency, respect, and autonomy within the 
prison than volunteers.
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How were instructors for higher education in prison 
programs compensated?
Of participating programs, 41 programs provided information about how instructors for their 
programs were compensated for their labor. This information is reported in Table 2. The most 
common forms of compensation among programs were paying an adjunct rate commensurate 
with the affiliated academic institution (n = 22, 53.7% of programs) and reducing contracted 
teaching load (n = 21, 51.2% of programs).

Table 2. Compensation for Instructors.

Compensation for 
Instructors

Total Number of 
Instructors Across 
Programs (N = 707)

Percent of 
Instructors Across 
Programs

Total Number 
of Programs (N 
= 41)

Percent of 
Programs

Adjunct Rate 375 53.0% 22 53.7%

Teaching Load 77 10.9% 21 51.2%

Stipend 91 12.9% 8 19.5%

Volunteer 86 12.2% 8 19.5%

Course Credit 15 2.1% 3 7.3%

Adjunct 
Replacement Pay

6 0.1% 1 2.4%

Teaching 
Assistantship

9 1.3% 3 7.3%

Other* 49 6.9% 5 12.2%

*Other includes: Combination of the above paid to one instructor; full-time corrections 
employees; and contract employees.

What are some suggested takeaways for these data 
on higher education in prison instructors?
Due to the small sample size, the data from this report should be cautiously interpreted 
and should not be generalized to the entire field of higher education in prison programs. 
Nevertheless, there are some general trends that can help inform the conversation surrounding 
higher education in prison and highlight the landscape of prison education during the 2018-2019 
academic year.

Among programs in this sample, the majority used adjunct faculty and faculty from affiliated 
academic institutions to teach courses to incarcerated students. Instructors for most programs 
were classified as volunteers by the Department of Corrections, which often allowed for limited 
access to the prison and/or placed limitations on access to students (current and former).

The majority of programs compensated instructors through either adjunct teaching rate or 
teaching load replacement. At the same time, q large group of programs relied on volunteer 
instructors who were not compensated or provided stipends for their work. 
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